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Twenty years after Chile and Argentina stood on the brink of war, the two countries have resolved
their last territorial dispute, which involves 2500 sq km of territory along the peaks of the Andes in
the far southern region of the Patagonia. Presidents Carlos Saul Menem of Argentina and Eduardo
Frei of Chile signed the agreement ending the conflict on December 16. In December 1978, the
military regimes in Argentina and Chile prepared for war over three small islands in the Beagle
Channel south of Tierra del Fuego.
War was averted through mediation by the Vatican, but relations between the neighbors remained
strained until 1990, after both countries had moved away from military rule. In one of history's
strange twists, the military leaders who brought Chile and Argentina to the brink of war Gen.
Augusto Pinochet in Chile and Gen. Jorge Videla in Argentina are now under arrest charged with
human rights abuses while in power (see NotiSur, 06/12/98, 10/23/98, 12/11/98).
Since the signing of a peace treaty between Argentine and Chile in 1984, the two countries have
resolved 23 of the 24 territorial disputes, leaving only the boundary of the continental icefields to
be settled. In 1991, Menem and then Chilean president Patricio Aylwin signed a treaty dividing the
zone into 1,250 sq km for Argentina and 1,060 for Chile, but the pact was rejected by the congresses
of the two countries.

Agreement opens way for further integration
The agreement on the area known as Hielos Continentales in Argentina and Campo de Hielo Sur in
Chile culminates a lengthy negotiating process. The agreement was to have been signed Dec. 4, but
the ceremony was canceled at the last minute because of some still-pending "technical issues." The
treaty, known as the "agreement between the Argentine and Chilean republics to set the boundary
from Mount Fitzroy to Daudet Hill" establishes a border in the disputed icefields. Speaking at the
ceremony, President Menem said the pact begins "a new stage, a new history, and a new path,
which will lead to strength and union between two peoples willing to solve issues in a mature way."
Visiting President Frei said that, by signing the treaty, the two countries can build a future of
integration, peace, and confidence. "Twenty years ago, in these days just before Christmas, our
peoples were preparing for war," said Frei. "Today we prepare for peace, for the construction of
a future worthy of our peoples." The pact is signed as good economic and political relations exist
between the two countries, and it is expected to further strengthen bilateral relations, integration in
MERCOSUR the trade bloc of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, with Bolivia and Chile as
associate members and in Latin America.
Trade between Argentina and Chile has grown from US$600 million in 1990 to US$2.6 billion in 1997.
Trade volume is expected to reach US$3 billion this year. And, Chilean investments in Argentina
total US$6 billion, making Chile one of Argentina's most important trade and investment partners.
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Insulza said the next step in the integration between Chile and Argentina should be the entrance of
Chile as a full member in MERCOSUR. He also mentioned the need to improve physical integration.
"I think that we must also look for a better agreement for work in Antarctica." said Insulza. "By
ourselves, we are two members of the bloc, but together we are a force in the region."

Chile and Argentina back each other's issues
Recently, Argentina backed Chile's stand that Gen. Augusto Pinochet should be sent back to his
country. In early December, Argentina successfully proposed at a summit of MERCOSUR leaders
that the bloc support Chile's demand that Pinochet be returned to Chile rather than be extradited
to stand trial in Spain. Pinochet gave logistical support to the British in the Malvinas/Falklands war
with Argentina in 1982. Similarly, the Chilean government said recently it fully supports Argentina's
sovereignty over the Malvinas/Falklands Islands.
Chile now says it regrets helping Britain against another South American nation. "Chile should
never have supported Great Britain," said Chile's Foreign Minister Jose Insulza. "You should never
support an extra-continental power against neighbors on the continent, because in the end you will
pay the consequences."
Menem expects the resolution of this last border dispute to speed up congressional approval of
a bilateral agreement signed last year regarding mineral exploitation along the common border.
Experts agree that millions of dollars in investment by mining companies are at stake, especially in
Argentina, whose mining sector is less developed. They expect the resolution of the border dispute
will also stimulate modernization projects and road construction linking the countries. [Sources:
Notimex, 11/12/98; Reuters, 11/19/98, 12/16/98; Xinhua, 12/16/98; Spanish news service EFE, 12/02/98,
12/17/98; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 12/05/98, 12/17/98; Clarin (Argentina), 12/17/98]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

